The automobile industry in Malaysia is growing, and the local car manufacturers are investing heavily in research and development to enable products that are more functional. This is in the bid to compete with the growing popularity of foreign cars in Malaysia. This industry is expected to grow steadily in the near future due to the high demand for premium products, and as the working population and families in Malaysia become more affluent. The main objective of this research, therefore, is to examine the influence of key factors including country of origin, advertising, brand image, product knowledge, product quality, and price on consumers' purchase intention for Proton vehicles in Malaysia. We used a survey questionnaire to collect 988 valid responses from participants selected from four cities using convenient sampling method. Data collected were analyzed using Pearson correlation and multiple linear regression. The findings reveal that all the hypotheses were supported except for brand image and product quality. Finally, we outlined specific research and practice contributions based on the findings, and highlighted areas for future research.
INTRODUCTION
An automobile, simply is described as a wheeled motor vehicle used for transporting, which also carries its own engine. The word automobile originates from the ancient Greek word auotos meaning "self" and the Latin word mobilis meaning "movable." The countries known for making cars include Brazil, Britain, Canada, China, Germany, India, Italy, Japan, South Korea, Thailand, United States and Malaysia. In the past, while automobiles were perceived as luxuries, they are a necessity for many people today (Olsen and Cabadas, 2002; Beecroft, 2009) .
In Malaysia, Proton was established in 1983 under the direction of the former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohammad (Banting, 2006; Sundaram, 1993) . Consumers' purchase intentions for automobiles is of a great importance to Proton car manufacturer to understand consumers' different tastes and preferences. In addition, everyone has different uses for cars. Vehicles are purchased for home use, for transporting heavy materials, for racing, for luxury, for rental businesses and for easy personal transportation. The automobile industry in the world is growing, and it is important to examine the factors that influence consumers' purchase intention for automobiles with emphasis on Proton vehicles. Although there has been some work done on the automobile industry in Malaysia, it has been limited and it has not focused on the consumer purchase intentions. Findings from this study could provide more insight into consumers' purchase intentions and on the specific factors that may not have been considered, yet are critical to purchase intentions among consumers.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Consumers' purchase intentions: Dodds et al. (1991) describe consumers' purchase intentions as the possibility of a consumer's willingness to purchase a specific product (Hou, Du, and Li, 2008; Zhu, 2004) . When a consumer intends to purchase a product, they take specific interest in that product. What is it that drives an individual to take interest in a particular product to purchase, particularly Proton automobiles? Based on the review of related literature on purchase intentions and consumers behavior, country image, product knowledge, price, product quality, brand name and advertising, were identified (Blackwell, Miniard, and Engel, 2001) . Consequently, the following hypotheses were developed based on the review (Quek and Eze, 2010; Lee, Eze, and Ndubisi, 2011; Hou, Du, and Li, 2008; Lin and Zhen, 2005; Dickson and Sawyer, 1990; Brown and Stayman, 1992; Eze, Yap, and Lee, 2010; Long and Chun, 2006) : H1: Country of origin will positively affect consumers' purchase intentions for Proton automobiles. H2: Product knowledge will have a positive influence on consumers' purchase intentions for Proton automobiles. H3: Product quality will have a positive influence on consumers' purchase intention for Proton automobiles. H4: Price will have a positive influence on consumers' purchase intentions for Proton automobiles. H5: Brand image will have a positive influence on consumers' purchase intention for Proton automobiles. H6: Advertising will have a positive influence on consumers' purchase intentions for Proton automobiles.
RESEARCH METHOD Participants in this study were selected through a convenience sampling method. Four states in Malaysia were selected for this study, which were Malacca, Kuala Lumpur, Johor and Penang. These four states were chosen because they are located at key business operations, and for their significant economic contributions to Malaysia. The survey questionnaire was divided into two sections. The first section contained questions and statements on the respondents' background (age, gender, income level and ethnicity), while the second section contained questions/statements on the variables in the conceptual framework (Eze, 2008; Sekaran, 2003; Long and Chun, 2006) . Each variable had about 3-8 items. A 5-point Likert scale was used to measure the items, where "1" = "Strongly Disagree" to "5" = "Strongly Agree." Content validity was conducted by five professionals (3 academics and 2 industry experts) to examine the relevance and coverage of construct items in the questionnaire. Their comments and advice were considered as we revised the questionnaire for final survey (Eze, 2008) . We then conducted a pilot study with 100 participants to examine the face validity of the questionnaire (Sekaran, 2003) . Some of the questions that appeared confusing or irrelevant were revised and the questionnaire was updated accordingly. In distributing the questionnaire, we used the personal administration method (Quek and Eze, 2010; Hou, Du, and Li, 2008; Eze, Yap, and Lee, 2010) .
DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS
One thousand and eighty copies of questionnaire were distributed for this study, and 1018 copies were returned. However, 30 questionnaires were invalid due to missing dates, which left us with 988 valid responses. The Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) was used to conduct the data analysis. The descriptive analysis reveals that most of the respondents were from Malacca with a percentage of 32. It shows also that males have a higher percentage of response at 62.1 percent compared to female respondents, 37.9 percent. The age range of respondents that dominated the study is 20-27 years with a percentage of 60.8 percent. The ethnic group with the most respondents is the Malay group (62.1%). Most of the respondents (87.5%) earn a salary range of RM1000 to RM4000. In addition, factor analysis was conducted to ensure that the items adequately represent the constructs that they were supposed to measure. The analysis revealed that the items for each construct converged into the specific construct they measured at a loading of 0.650 to 0.890. Hence, all the items emerged relevant and statistically important as measures for the constructs.
On the mean analysis, product knowledge emerged with the highest mean value (PK=3.98). Advertising yielded the lowest mean value (AD=3.47). Generally, the nine variables' mean values are within the "tend to agree" range, indicating that the respondents, based on the data set, were more likely to agree with the statements on the variables, particularly as companies embark on initiatives to improve their business performance. The variables' α were above 0.60, which indicated acceptable internal consistency; therefore, all variables could be used for further analysis. Product quality had the high reliability value at 0.881; followed by advertising (0.820), product knowledge (0.792), brand image (0.778), price (0.755), country of origin (0.630), and consumer purchase decision (0.629).
The findings from the correlation matrix suggest that the variables are moderately correlated. This ensures that the data could be subjected to further analysis. The results also show that R=0.573 and R2 value = 0.329. This indicates that all the combined predictors can explain 32.9% of the variation in Y (the dependent variable). Additional testing indicates the F-value = 20.008 with a p-value=0.000<0.05. Hence, we can conclude that at least one of the six independent variables can be used to predict the research model. Table 1 reveals the multiple regression analysis. The results indicate that all the independent variables have positive effects on the dependent variable. Based on the p-value, the results indicate that, at significance level of 0.05, four of the hypotheses are significant, as the p-values are lower than 0.05. Hence, all the independent variables had significant influence on consumer purchase intention except brand image and product quality. This could be because of the high number of youth responses, who required vehicles mainly for functional needs. Hence, Advertising, Price, Product knowledge, Country of Origin have positive influence on purchase intentions. CONCLUSION Based on the findings, four factors appeared significant. Specifically, the findings indicate that vehicle's country of origin does matter to the participants. Therefore, if a country does not have a good reputation in manufacturing an automobile, the consumer would feel uncomfortable purchasing a car from such a country. Thus, Proton, in conjunction with relevant authorities in Malaysia, has to continue building its country's image to win consumers. Furthermore, the findings indicate that the participants would rather purchase a model of a Proton automobile for which they have more information. Zhu (Lin and Zhen, 2005) states that, in a RV leisure van research, when the consumers select a product, they usually rely on their product knowledge to evaluate it, and their product knowledge would affect their information search process, attitude, and information search quantity.
In addition, product quality influences purchase intention although the influence was not strong. This may be because those who tend to own proton cars may not be high-income earners. Most of the participants tend to be college students, whose key interest may not be quality, as they plan to purchase another car soon after graduation. However, it is important to note that product quality still does affect the consumer's purchase intentions. Price and advertising also have an effect on the consumers' purchase intention for Proton automobiles. Most college students are price sensitive, meaning the price does affect their decisions when purchasing cars. To college students, the image of Proton automobile matters a great deal as having a nice brand tends to give one a good status, socially. Although based on the findings from this study, brand image does not affect purchase intentions of consumers, which could be explained by the fact that consumers of Proton automobiles do not consider brand name a priority in their decisions.
In addition, advertising influences purchase intention since it is a means through which most of the buyers know about the Proton and other models in the market. Thus, it is important for Proton to focus on these factors when producing future automobiles. Proton could use these findings to assess its strategy with respect to the factors discussed in this paper. This could help to provide Proton with some perspectives on the market circumstances and probably help in designing effective marketing and business strategies to address specific consumers' requirements. These are very important for Proton to continue to gain and maintain competitive position in the marketplace. On a final note, future research may consider a comparative analysis among products from different manufacturers in the country and the region, say, Thailand, Indonesia, and South Korea, to gain a better perspective on consumers' purchase decision for an automobile. In addition, a comparison among different Proton automobiles would be very useful to the car markers.
